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IV-12. A Walk through the Zerqa

Introduction

The main purpose of this study, as laid out in the first section, is to demonstrate the
hypothesis that there was a trade route through the Wadi Zerqa, between Deir 'Alla and
the Amman plain, in the Late Bronze Age. This trade route could have been maintained
by the local population of the area, mainly Canaanites, even though it was an extension
of Egyptian trade routes west and east of the Jordan. The plain of Amman is here
considered to have been a city state, possibly with Sahab as its economic centre (see also
Hübner 1992, 158). It was dominated by a Canaanite tribe, or a coalition of tribes, and its
economy was largely based on the international trade between the west and the north,
and possibly the south (Hübner 1992, 162-3). For contacts with the east, the desert
region, there is no evidence so far, although Sahab, because of its location on the edge of
the desert, may suggest a function as a gateway community (Ibrahim 1987, 76) The finds
have made clear that northern groups or representatives of northern communities also
inhabited the area (Ch. 3, McGovern 1986). According to McGovern (1986, 6) a
transhumance route may well have existed between the Baq'ah plain and the Jordan
valley, going through the Zerqa valley. Wandering nomads moved from the plain, where
they stayed in summer, to the Valley in winter. This practice certainly existed in the
nineteenth century AD. If there was an actual trade route in the Late Bronze Age, it is to
be expected that the mobile population of the region was involved in it. Bedouin
certainly were involved in trade in the nineteenth century AD, transferring goods from
Salt to Jerusalem and Nablus (Ch. 5).

However, surveys have never produced any pottery from the Late Bronze Age in the
Zerqa valley. Late Bronze Age material was found in the Baq'ah plain, and at the other
end of the route in the Jordan Valley, but nowhere in between. Excavations in 1996 and
1997 on Tell el-Hammeh, on the north bank of the Wadi Zerqa (van der Steen 1997 and
Ch. 11), have demonstrated that this site, right at the entrance of the Zerqa valley, was
used in the Late Bronze Age as well as in the Middle Bronze Age. The tell lies on a
natural hill, and rises about 7 m above its surroundings. It was noticed by Glueck (1951,
313), by Gordon and Villiers during their Wadi Zerqa survey (Gordon and Villiers 1983)
and also by the East Jordan Valley Survey (Ibrahim et al. 1988). Based on the survey
results the site was thought to be settled in the Early Bronze Age, and the Early Iron Age
up to the Persian period. The excavations revealed occupation layers from the
Chalcolithic and Early Bronze Ages, and, after a gap, from the end of the Middle Bronze
Age to the end of Iron Age II. No sherds from either period were found during the
surveys, which opens up the possibility that similar material may be found in other parts
of the Zerqa valley, even though the surveys never revealed any Late Bronze Age
occupation. 

The very simple and  transitory architecture from the Late Bronze Age layers suggests the
presence of a mobile group or groups using the site on a temporary basis, a transhumant
population perhaps. At the same time the fine pottery suggests that they were in contact
with main cultural centres and that the pottery they carried may have had another
significance than simply that of functional, daily ware. A possible explanation is that they
were involved in trade, moving from one market centre to another, and some of the
pottery they carried was related to the trade.
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If we accept this hypothesis, the next question is which road the trade route followed. The
fact that Tell el-Hammeh lies at the mouth of the Zerqa valley suggests that it actually
went through this valley (fig. 12-1). It has been stated above that the fact that no survey
so far has turned up actual Late Bronze Age pottery in the valley does not automatically
mean that it did not exist. A number of sites have shown the presence of Early Iron Age
pottery: (from west to east) Tell el-Hammeh; Sabgha and the Zighan caves (possibly);
Tell Mghanni W; Iraq et-Tahuna; Tulul edh-Dhahab (east and west, main period of
occupation); the gypsum mine on the south side of the Zerqa; Tell Ghreimun (fig. 12-2;
Gordon and Villiers, 1983).

After the collapse of the Egyptian empire a number of small Early Iron Age settlements
was created, especially in the highlands east and west of the Jordan as well as in the East
Jordan valley. It is to be expected that these settlements were first and foremost founded
on locations that were already known to the new settlers (Oppenheim 1943, 184).
Suitable locations, such as those that were already in use as stopovers along existing
transhumance routes, would have been the first to be settled. The newly settled Early Iron
Age sites along the Zerqa therefore may be an indication of the road these nomads took in
their wanderings between the Amman plain and the Jordan Valley. 

A walk through the Zerqa

In April 2000 a group of four people, accompanied by a local guide, set out to walk
through the Wadi Zerqa, from Deir 'Alla to Khirbet Umm ed-Dananir, in order to
investigate the possibility of a Late Bronze Age trade route between the market centre of
Deir 'Alla and that of the Baq'ah valley, and the actual road that may have been taken1.
On the way the different side wadis to the south were checked, to see where the route
may have diverged from the Wadi Zerqa and turned south. The sites from the Gordon –
Villiers survey were not revisited, since that would have required a special permission
from the Jordanian Government. 

Day 1
We set out on 9 April, 8.45 from the Deir 'Alla dig house. The donkey carried 20 litres of
water and some 20 kilos of luggage, and was therefore not heavily loaded. For the first
nine kilometres we followed the road into the Wadi Zerqa, past Tell el-Hammeh, and the
water pump station. This road, which subsequently turns into a track, runs close to the
river, crossing it several times. The triangle that forms the entrance to the Wadi is heavily
cultivated with wheat and vegetables, but mainly with onions. Further east, into the
foothills, there is less cultivation although many relatively flat areas are still cultivated or
used as pasture for cows. The reasonably flat hills on both sides of the river form natural
terraces, which have been supplemented by artificial terraces in places. At the sides of the
road there were occasional Bedouin and gypsy tents, usually small campsites occupied by
one or two families. These families stay in this area during the winter, cultivating small
patches of land, and move higher up into the hills during the summer.

                                            
1 The expedition team consisted of: Eveline van der Steen, expedition leader, Eva Kapteyn, Carmen
Harmsen and Ellis Grootveld (students at Leiden university), Ali el-Khayyat (representative of the
Department of Antiquities in Salt), who acted as guide, Ibrahim the donkey driver, and the donkey
(who acquired several names during the expedition, ranging from Balaam to Mesha, but who ended up
as Eeyore).
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Several of these small camps were found in the area of Tulul edh-Dhahab, on both sides
of the Zerqa. The Bedouin herd sheep and goats, and usually have a few cows as well.
They do not cultivate any land. The gypsies are involved in weaving. They own only a
few sheep and goats and occasionally a cow.

Just before Tulul edh-Dhahab the road takes a shortcut to cut off a bend in the river; it
passes Tell edh-Dhahab el-Gharbi on the north side. This road is quite new, having been
cut into the bedrock, so it cannot have been part of the original route. The original road
may have followed the river, passing Tell edh-Dhahab on the south side, or else it may
have passed somewhat north of the present road, where the hills are less steep. At the
crossing of the road and the river, between Tell edh-Dhahab el Gharbi and Tell edh-
Dhahab esh-Sharqi, there was a one-family Bedouin camp, belonging to a Jehaleen
family. According to their own accounts they are originally related to Bedouin tribes
from around Beersheba, but have become separate subtribes over the years. This process
of separation has accelerated because of the closed borders between the Negev and
Jordan, prohibiting any contact between the Jehaleen and their mother tribes. Most of the
tribes that live in this area are originally subtribes from the tribes that lived around
Beersheba.
According to these and other Bedouin it was not possible to pass Tell edh-Dhahab esh-
Sharqi on the north side, following the bank of the Zerqa, because this route was blocked
by rocks. We were therefore forced to pass Tell edh-Dhahab esh-Sharqi on the south side. 

However, leaving the donkey and the luggage behind, we did check the bank of the Zerqa
at this spot. We saw that the bank, especially the south bank, was relatively broad and flat
over the whole stretch that passed Tell edh-Dhahab esh-Sharqi. 



IV-12 A WALK THROUGH THE ZERQA

195

Gypsum mine

D. es-Sharqi

700

Z 
  E

   R
   Q

   A

J 
   

O
   

 R
   

 D
   

 A
   

 N
   

   
 V

   
 A

   
 L

   
 L

   
 E

   
 Y

-200

Umm Hamad

-100 100
200

700

600
300 400 500

600

Adliyeh

Khazma

Ammata

Kataret es-Samra

Zakari

Rikabi

Ekhsas

Abu Sarbut

Abu Nijrah

Fughar

Hammeh

-100

Mu' addi
-200 100

Dibab
Deir Alla

Sawalha

-200

-100

400

600

300
400

500

200

200

300

D. el-Gharbi

-100

100

100

Darar

100

200

400

300

400

200

500

300

600

W
 a

 d
 i 

  J
 e

 l 
' a

 d

700

600

900 800

5 KM

500

600

800
700

800

Sihan
600

Jel' ad

700

700
800

Kh. Umm ed-Dananir

800

Rumeimin

W
. U

m
m

 ed-D
.

600

500

600

W
. R

um
ei

m
in

600

500

500
400

700

700

Sumiyeh

200
300

400

W
 a d i  e l - A z a b

200

400

400

300

300

100

100

300

100

W
 .   J e r a d a 

W
  Q u s e i bW

. Uleigun

Kh. Uleigun

400

500

200

300

100

300

400

400

100

200

800 900
900

500

600

800

700

600

500

300

400

400
500

200
400

300

500

200

200

Walking route
Site
Village

Sabha, Zighan
     Caves

Mghanni
Iraq et-Tahuna

Ghreinum

Fig. IV-12.2. A walk through the Zerqa.



TRIBES AND TERRITORIES IN TRANSITION

196

At one point we did find the way blocked completely by huge boulders, several metres in
diameter; and the gaps between them filled up by the results of a landslide. These barriers
seemed relatively recent, however, and it is well possible, and even likely, that the
original route passed along this way, provided, of course, that the Zerqa followed this
course in the Late Bronze Age.
About 200 m from the main track the south bank broadened into a small terrace, where
rows of boulders were visible just above the soil. This may form part of the site of Tell
edh-Dhahab esh-Sharqi. A scan of the sherds that were lying around showed that most
were Hellenistic and Roman, but there were some Iron Age sherds. We found one rim
fragment of a Late Bronze Age cooking pot.  This was particularly interesting, because so
far no Late Bronze Age sites have been located in the Zerqa. This site was situated
immediately below Tell edh-Dhahab esh-Sharqi, and it is certainly possible that these
sherds have been washed down from the site above. Still, it would be the first indication
of Late Bronze Age presence in this area. 
We passed Tell edh-Dhahab esh-Sharqi on the south side, a difficult track, especially for
the donkey, but one that is generally used these days, as we were assured by several
informants. We also passed several donkeys and mules on the way. 
East of Tulul edh-Dhahab the bank of the Zerqa is steep on the north side but the south
side slopes up gradually, forming several natural terraces. This area was partly cultivated,
and partly consisted of rich grass land. The soil here is terra rossa, very fertile, but
shallow. We found several tracks on different levels, made for agricultural purposes, and
the going was easy. About 1 km west of the Wadi el-Azab we stopped and set up camp
for the night, on the south bank of the river. 

Day 2
The next day, 10 April, we continued along the river, going east. Inquiries beforehand
had made it clear that the eastern part of the Wadi Zerqa east of the Wadi el-Azab was
impassable, being too narrow and too steep. The plan therefore was to turn south and
follow the Wadi el-Azab. However, about 500 m before the Wadi el-Azab a small
Bedouin camp, consisting of two families, was spotted south of the road. This camp
belonged to members of the tribe of the Seb'awiyeh, another subtribe of the Bedouin from
Beersheba who had moved here before 1948. They told us that the Wadi el-Azab was
also too steep, and the normal route taken by the Bedouin went through the Wadi el-
Quseib, some three kilometres further east. 

We were still walking on the south side of the Wadi Zerqa, on one of the three or four
terraces, about 50 m above the stream bed. Just before the Wadi el-Azab we passed the
gypsum mine where Gordon and Villiers (1983) had found Early Iron Age pottery. Near
the Wadi el-Azab the landscape begins to change slightly. The stream bed becomes a
narrow, deep gully, with natural terraces starting only some 20-30 metres above it. On the
other side, the north slope becomes more gradual, and occasionally terraces and orchards
are seen on that side. 
Leaving the luggage and the donkey behind, we went into the Wadi el-Azab for closer
examination. The first part seemed accessible, with rather gradual slopes, especially
higher up, and cultivated with terraces and orchards (mainly olives). However, further
east it became clear that this was certainly not an easy route to take. The present road
through it has been cut out in the slope and in the rocks. The stream bed is a deep and
narrow gully, and the slopes are steep and inaccessible. There are no longer any terraces,
and the slopes are uncultivated. 



IV-12 A WALK THROUGH THE ZERQA

197

We therefore returned to the Wadi Zerqa and followed it further east. This part of the
wadi is more cultivated, with terraces, orchards (mostly on the north side) and
greenhouses. Here there are more Bedouin tents and occasionally houses, mainly on top
of the mountains. There is another gypsum mine on the north slope. The raw materials
are transported from here across the Zerqa and through the Wadi el-Azab. We had
noticed the trucks when we were walking in the Wadi el-Azab. 
The track we followed slowly descended into the wadi, so that we continued rather close
to the stream bed. We could now see tracks on the north side as well. Still further east,
about halfway between the Wadi el-Azab and the Wadi el-Quseib, the track began to
climb again until we were walking about 100 m above the stream bed, which had become
wider, and we could see that further east (upstream that is) it had actually become a
narrow lake with small islands. 
Just before the beginning of the Wadi el-Quseib the landscape changes again: the slopes
become steep and they rise directly from the stream bed, which at this point has become a
narrow lake. We had to pass over a high hill on a path cut into the slope in order to get to
the Wadi Quseib. There is no natural passage here. So far this has been the only point that
may have provided difficulties in passing by this route. It is a very short distance
however, probably less than 100 m, before one gets to the Wadi Quseib proper.  
The Wadi Quseib is a broad valley, a confluence of two other wadis that come from the
south, which ends in the Wadi Zerqa. We turned south, walking on the west side of it,
over the top of the plain. There are some caves in the slopes and in one of them, on the
east slope, a Bedouin family was living. The area is cultivated with vegetables and olive
trees. 
Flowing down from the Baq'ah plain into the Wadi Zerqa are a number of wadis,
intersecting and dividing again, like a maze. Walking through it one has a choice of long,
narrow hills, which are sometimes cut off by steep, but often dead-end valleys, around
which one has to find one's way since it is impossible to descend. Many of the wadis do
not come from the plain itself. They spring from the layers of rock that form the
foundations of the Plain: the Amman - Wadi es-Sir aquifer system. This aquifer system is
one of the largest systems in the region. Its recharge is mainly from rainfall,
supplemented by indirect recharge from the basalt aquifer system of Jebel el-Arab to the
northeast (Chapter 2). This water system supplies the higher wadis with water. In recent
years the water supply has been low and some of the springs have dried up completely.
These springs are usually easily accessible from the slopes, since they originate in the
sides of the hills. Therefore, accessibility to water, even from the higher areas, is
generally no problem.  
All this means that, once one has left the Wadi Zerqa, there are a number of possibilities
for travelling to Khirbet Umm ed-Dananir. On the whole it seems likely that the route
would follow the higher areas, the hillsides and plains, rather than the wadis. The going is
easier and accessibility to water, as stated above, is no problem. The problem of which of
the various possible routes was or were followed during different periods can only be
solved by an extensive survey which would take into account all the different passable
routes. 

As it was, we decided to follow the route that goes past Khirbet Uleigun to Jal'ad. The
road to Khirbet Uleigun descends into the Wadi Quseib along the west side, crossing it
close to its origin, and then follows the Wadi Uleigun. This is a rather narrow valley,
shallow at the bottom where the going was easy but with steep (but not very high) slopes
on both sides. Both sides were cultivated with wheat and young olive trees. The soil is
bright red. We walked right beside the water, climbing up gradually to Khirbet Uleigun.



TRIBES AND TERRITORIES IN TRANSITION

198

At one point, on the south side of the wadi, where the slope jutted out of the red soil, we
noticed a Roman tomb cut out in the rock.
Khirbet Uleigun, where we camped for the night, is a village that is typical for this area:
occupying a large rather flat area, slightly sloping, dotted with houses, with cultivation
and orchards in between. 

Day 3
The next day we went on our way to Jal'ad. The route we took again consisted mainly of
tracks, and was undulating and gradually sloping up. We were surrounded by houses, set
far apart, terraces with cultivated fields and orchards. Olive and almond trees dominated. 

When we reached the main road that goes from Sihan to Sumiya we followed it east for a
while. The valley north of this road is undulating, sloping up towards the south gradually.
This is the Wadi Jerada. From the main road one has a wide view over the valley to the
west, and it was clear that there were several other routes we could have taken from the
Wadi Quseib. Where the main road turned north we left it and started following tracks
again in a generally southern direction. Most of the tracks follow the high slopes and flat
tops of the hills, avoiding the valleys. Our road went zigzagging around the valleys, in a
generally southern direction. The slopes and tops in this region are cultivated, mainly
with olive trees, but there are terraces, although nothing visible was growing there yet.
Low boundary walls made of boulders divide the flat tops of the hills into different
sections. The terra rossa soil is very shallow, with bedrock visible in many places. On the
slopes of the valleys, where the soil is not cultivated, oak trees, with grass and flowers
were seen.
This area is very popular with the wealthy people of Amman. Some of the houses look
like miniature palaces. 

Our final destination for the day was the farm, south of Jal’ad, that belongs to Ghazi
Saudi, who had offered us hospitality. In order to get there, we had to walk around Jal’ad,
over the west slope of the Wadi Rumeimin. Higher up the slope is relatively easy going,
but deeper down it is steep, too steep even for terrace cultivation. 
The village of Rumeimin, consisting of a large area with houses dotted on the slopes, is
situated at the beginning of the wadi, where the springs are. Here the slopes are less steep,
and the springs are easily accessible from most sides. The bottom of the wadi is
cultivated.  

Day 4
The next day was the last day of our four-day trip. We followed the main road, which
generally follows the slopes of the wadis. We first passed through the Wadi Jal’ad, which
is shallow and easy going, and followed the slopes of several wadis, finally reaching the
Wadi Umm ed-Dananir. We passed through the village of Rumeimin and took the road to
the south, following the slopes. The road rounds the springs of es-Sayiah, the sources of
the wadi of the same name, and turns northeast, still following the slopes, until it comes
to the Wadi Umm ed-Dananir. All the way the main road follows a seemingly natural
course, without having been cut out in the rock or the natural soil. The soil here, as
everywhere we have passed so far, is terra rossa, very fertile, but shallow. 

In general the wadis are not very deep, and the slopes are not very steep. There is much
widespread cultivation on the slopes, most of it terraced. At the confluence of the Wadi
Rumeimin and the Wadi Umm ed-Dananir the slopes are rather steep, and it seems
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possible to travel only near the tops of the hills. Most of the Wadi Umm ed-Dananir is
also deep and steep, with a narrow flat plain at the bottom which is heavily cultivated.
Here it would have been easiest to travel at the bottom. The main road, the one we
followed, has been cut out in the side of the slopes. 
Khirbet Umm ed-Dananir itself sits high on the slope, directly above the springs. In the
rocky hills opposite, on the other side of the wadi, there are a number of caves. There
must have been regular traffic from the site itself to the bottom of the wadi in order to get
to the springs. Moreover, if the caves opposite the site were connected with the site in any
way (perhaps as burial caves), it would have entailed regular climbing up and down the
wadi on both sides. This makes it all the more likely that the final part of the road in fact
went through the bottom of the wadi. 

Conclusions

If the hypothesis is correct that there was a route from the Jordan Valley, the area of Deir
'Alla, to the Plains of Amman during the Late Bronze Age, it seems logical to assume
that this route went through the Wadi Zerqa. There are three main arguments for that. 
First of all there is the presence of Tell el-Hammeh at the mouth of the Zerqa, with its
Late Bronze Age occupation. This occupation is indicative of relatively short stays, while
on the other hand the presence of well made and luxury pottery suggests involvement in
interregional trade. Secondly there is the Late Bronze Age cooking pot sherd found at
Tell edh-Dhahab esh-Sharqi. Thirdly there is the presence of a number of Early Iron Age
sites along the Zerqa, which were created after the Late Bronze Age trade network
collapsed and which may have been settled by people who had been involved in this
trade, on locations they were familiar with.

McGovern has already suggested that there may have been transhumance along the Zerqa
from the Baq'ah plains to the Jordan Valley. Our expedition has not proved either the
existence of the transhumance or of the trade route, but if they did exist, it has shown the
most likely road they followed. For the first part, the route along the Zerqa itself, and the
most likely place where this route may have turned south, this was relatively easy. There
were not many possibilities, also taking into account the fact that people needed water on
the way. The second half, from the Wadi Zerqa up the Baq'ah, is more difficult to assess,
because there are a number of possibilities. The route we have taken, from the Wadi
Quseib via Uleigun and Jal’ad to Khirbet Umm ed-Dananir is only one of probably many
possibilities. Which route was or were taken in different periods can only be solved by a
thorough survey of the area in connection with the different passable roads.


